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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS: 

1 . Software stored on a computer-readable storage medixim at a user station, comprising: 
an online service selector fiitiction that enables a user at the user station to select any one of 

a plurality of available online servide providers; and, 

a communications function that establishes a communication link between the user station 
and the selected one of the availablelonline service providers. 

2. The software as set forth iri Claim 1, fiirther comprising a set of translators and protocol 
drivers that facilitate establishment of the conmiunication link between the user station and the 
selected one of the online service prowders. 

3. The software as set forth in Claim 1, further comprising a protocol translation fimction 
that facilitates establishment of the conunimication link between the user station and the selected one 
of the online service providers. * M 

4. The software as set forth inifflaim 1, fiirther comprising an application programming 
interface that interconnects the online service selector fimction and the communications fimction. 

5. The software as set forth in Claim 1, fiirther comprising a data transport fimction that 
effectuates data transfers between the user smtion and the selected one of the online service providers 
via the established communication link. \ 

6. The software as set forth in Claimll, wherein the data transport fimction uses an object 
manifest to effectuate data transfers. \ 

7. The software as set forth in Claim p, fiirther comprising an application programming 
interface through which the object manifest cam be modified. 
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8. The software as set forth in (tlaim 7, wherein the application programming interface 
interconnects the data transfer function apd a higher-level software entity that can be invoked to 
modify the object manifest. 

9. The software as set forth in Claim 7, wherein the application programming interface 
interconnects the data transfer fimction anq a high-level user interface that enables the user at the 
user station to modify the object manifest. 

1 0. The software as set forth in Claim 1 , fiirther comprising a generic user interface function 
that is not dependent upon which of the available online service providers is selected by the user. 

1 1 . The software as set forth in Claim 10, fiirther comprising an application programming 
interface that interconnects the generic user interface fimction and the commxmications fimction. 

12. The software as set forth in Claam 5, fiirther comprising a user interface function that 
enables the user to submit functional requests A) the selected online service provider. 

13. The software as set forth in Clami 12l wherein the user interface function presents the 
user with a generic user interface that is no/ pependent upon which of the available online service 
providers is selected by the user. 

14. The software as set forth in Clainl 13, fiirther comprising an application programming 
interface that interconnects the generic user interface fimction and the data transport fimction. 

1 5. The software as set forth in Claim 1 J, fiirther comprising a set of translators and protocol 
drivers that facilitate communication of the user's fimctional requests to the selected one of the online 
service providers using that online service prov der's proprietary protocol. 
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1 6. The software as set forth in |l^laim 1 3 , ftirther comprising a protocol translation fimction 
that facilitates communication of the user's functional requests to the selected one of the online 
service providers using that online service provider's proprietary protocol. 



1 7. The software as set forth in 
presents the user with a customized usei 



Claim 1, ftirther comprising a user interface ftmction that 
interface for each different online service provider. 



18. The software as set forth ifi 
presents the user with a list of the availalp: 

19. The software as set forth 



Claim 1, wherein the online service selector function 
e online service providers. 



ii Claim 1, wherein the user station is configured for 
communications with a multiplicity of in lependently-operated data sources via a non-proprietary 
network, and further comprises a data trar sport function that effectuates data transfers between the 
user station and a selected one of the inde^etidently-operated data sources via the non-proprietary 
network. 



20. The software as set forth ?n Cl^im\19, wherein the non-proprietary network comprises 
the Internet. 

21 . Software stored on a computer-lreadable storage medium at a user station, comprising: 
an interface ftmction that enables a 4ser at the user station to access any one of a plurality of 

available online service providers; and, 

a communications function that establishes a communication link between the user station 
and any selected one of the available online service providers. 



22. The software as set forth in Claim i 1 , further comprising a set of translators and protocol 
drivers that facilitate establishment of the cornmunication link between the user station and the 
selected one of the online service providers. 



-106- 




RRR-oa-oo4us 



23 . The software as set forth in Cl^m 2 1 , ftirther comprising a protocol translation function 
that facilitates establishment of the communication link between the user station and the selected one 
of the online service providers. 



24. The software as set forth in Claim 21 , ftirther comprising an application programming 
interface that interconnects the interface ftmction and the communications ftmction. 



25. The software as set forth in Claii 121, ftirther comprising a data transport ftmction that 
effectuates data transfers between the user stai ion and the selected one of the online service providers 
via the established communication link. 

26. The software as set forth in Claim|21 , wherein the data transport ftmction uses an object 
manifest to effectuate data transfers. 




27. The software as set forth in Claii 
interface through which the object manife; 

28. The software as set forth in Clairt 
interconnects the data transfer ftmction and 
modify the object manifest. 

29. The software as set forth in Claim 
interconnects the data transfer function and a 
user station to modify the object manifest 



^further comprising an application programming 
be modified. 



27, wherein the application programming interface 
ligher-level software entity that can be invoked to 



27, wherein the application ]>rogramming interface 
gh-level user interface that i.mables the user at the 



30. The software as set forth in Claim 21, further comprising a generic user interface 
function that is not dependent upon which of the Available online service providers is selected by the 
user. 
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3 1 . The software as set forth in Claim 30, fiirther comprising an application progranmiing 
interface that interconnects the generic user interface function and the communications function. 



32. The software as set forth in Claim 
enables the user to submit functional requests 



33. The software as set forth in Clain 
with a generic user interface that is not depjendent 
providers is selected by the user. 



25, further comprising a user interface function that 
to the selected online service provider. 



21, wherein the interface function presents the user 
upon which of the available online service 



34. The software as set forth in Claim 3B, further comprising a set of translators and protocol 



drivers that facilitate communication of the use: 



*s functional requests to the selected one of the online 



service providers using that online service propder*s proprietary protocol. 

35. The software as set forth in Claim 3b/JuVther comprising a protocol translation function 
that facilitates communication of the user's ftlnctidnal requests to the selected one of the online 
service providers using that online service^roiidef *s^proprietary protocol. 

36. The software as set forth in Claim il, wherein the interface function presents the user 
wiHi a customized graphical user interface for each different online service provider. 

37. The software as set forth in Claim 21, wherein the user station is configured for 
communications with a multiplicity of independfently-operated data sources via a non-proprietary 
network, and further comprises a data transport function that effectuates data transfers between the 
user station and a selected one of the independentjy-operated data sources via the non-proprietary 
network. 



38. The software as set forth in Claim 37, wherein the non-proprietary network comprises 
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the Internet. 



39. The software as set forth in Claim 21, fiirther comprising a user interface function that 
enables a user at the user station to select one or a plurality of available network communications 
mechanisms, wherein the commxinications function establishes the communication link between the 
user station and the selected online service provider using the selected one of the network 
communications mechanisms. 



40. The software as set forth in Claim 39 
mechanisms includes at least direct dial and dati 



wherein the plurality of network communications 
network dial mechanisms. 



41 . A method for operating a user statio i. 

enabling a user at the user station to select 
providers; and, 

establishing a communication link be 
available online service providers. 



42. The method as set forth in Claim/41 
is performed using a set of translators and pi 



43. The method as set forth in Claim 41 
is performed using a protocol translation fimctiori. 




compnsmg: 

any one of a plurality of available online service 



the user station and the selected one of the 



in the establishing the communication link 
drivers. 

vherein the establishing the communication link 



44. The method as set forth in Claim 41, 
user station and the selected one of the online servi 
link. 



mrther comprising transferring data between the 
e providers via the established communication 



45. The method as set forth in Claim 41, fijilher comprising transferring data between the 
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user station and the selected one of the onlinfe service providers via the established communication 
link in accordance with an object manifest, y 

\ 

46. The method as set forth in Claim 4 5, further comprising modifying the object manifest 
through an application programming interface. 



47. The method as set forth in Claim 4 
enables the user to submit functional requests 



further comprising providing a user interface that 
tb the selected online service provider. 



48. The method as set forth in Claim 47, 
interface that is not dependent upon which of tHe 
the user. 



wherein the user interface comprises a generic user 
available online service providers is selected by 



> vhe^ain the user interface comprises a generic user 



able online service providers is selected by 



49. The method as set forth in Claim 48 
interface that is not dependent upon which of th< i 
the user. 

50. The method as set forth in Claim 4j^,lfurthW comprising using a set of translators and 
protocol drivers to translate the user's functional Requests to the selected online service provider's 
proprietary protocol. 



51. The method as set forth in Claim 48, turther comprising using a protocol translation 
function to facilitate communication of the user's functional requests to the selected one of the online 
service providers using that online service provider^ proprietary protocol. 



52. The method as set forth in Claim 41, 
is customized for each different online service provi 



ler comprising providing a user interface that 
lier. 
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53. The method as set forth in Claim 41, further comprising providing a user interface that 
presents the user with a list of the available online service providers to select from. 

54. The method as set forth in Claim 41, wherein the user station is configured for 
conununications v^th a multiplicity of indepindently-operated data sources via a non-proprietary 
network, and the method further comprises transferring data between the user station and a selected 
one of the independently-operated data sources via the non-proprietary network. 

55 . The method as set forth in Claim 54^ wherein the non-proprietary network comprises the 
Intemet. 

56. A method for operating a user statiAn, comprising: 

providing an interface that enables a usqr at the user station to access any one of a plurality 
of available online service providers; and, 

establishing a communication link betv^^ij the laser station and any selected one of the 
available online service providers. 

57. The method as set forth in Claim 36, Wherein the establishing the communication link 
is performed using a set of translators and prmocil drivers. 

58. The method as set forth in Claim 56, v^herein the establishing the communication link 
is performed using a protocol translation function. 

59. The method as set forth in Claim 56, further comprising transferring data between the 
user station and the selected one of the online serviceproviders via the established communication 
link. 

60. The method as set forth in Claim 56, further comprising transferring data between the 
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user station and the selected one of the onliLe service providers via the established communication 
link in accordance v^th an object manifest. 



6 1 . The method as set forth in Clain i 
through an application programming interface 



62. The method as set forth in Clairm 
enables the user to submit functional 



56, further comprising providing a user interface that 
reque^s to the selected online service provider. 



60, further comprising modifying the object manifest 



62, wherein the user interface comprises a generic user 
of the available online service providers is selected by 



63. The method as set forth in Claim 
interface that is not dependent upon w^hich 
the user. 

64. The method as set forth in Clai: 
protocol drivers to translate the user's fun< 
proprietary protocol. 



65. The method as set forth in Claim 62, further comprising using a protocol translation 




f2, further comprising using a set of translators and 
d^equests to the selected online service provider's 



function to facilitate communication of the us 



service providers using that online service provider's proprietary protocol 



66. The method as set forth in Clair i 
customized graphical user interface for each 



r's functional requests to the selected one of the online 



56, v^herein the interface presents the user with a 
iifferent online service provider. 



67. The method as set forth in CI 
conmiimications with a multiplicity 
network, and the method further comprises 
one of the independently-operated data sources 



m 56, wherein the user station is configured for 
of indepejidently-operated data sources via a non-proprietary 
trai^sferring data between the user station and a selected 
via the non-proprietary network. 



-'112- 



# 




RRR-00-004US 



68. The method as set forth in Claim 67, wherein the non-proprietary network comprises the 
Internet. I 

69. The method as set forth in Claim i(6\further comprising providing a user interface that 
enables a user at the user station to select OR6iof\a plurality of available network communications 
mechanisms, wherein the communication link between the user station and the selected online 
service provider is established using the selectai one of the network communications mechanisms. 
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